Medical History
Friedrich Wolter (1863 Wolter ( -?1944 : the last anticontagionist NORMAN HOWARD-JONES Friedrich Wolter of Hamburg was the most fervent, and the last, protagonist of the aberrant doctrine of Max von Pettenkofer on the mode of transmission of cholera, and later of typhoid. Pettenkofer's doctrine, and his autoexperiment intended to demonstrate its truth, were described in 1973.1 It therefore suffices to say here that, despite his important other contributions to public health, Pettenkofer persistently repudiated, in numerous and voluminous publications that started in 1855,2 the idea that man could be directly infected by the cholera vibrio by ingesting faecally contaminated food or drink.
Pettenkofer had many followers in the whole English-speaking world, as also in continental Europe, but by the end of the nineteenth century these had become a shrinking, although vocal, minority. Nevertheless, until his suicide in his 83rd year on 3 February 1901, Pettenkofer continued to pour scorn on "drinking-water theoreticians" who were blind to "epidemiological reasoning."
Hamburg cholera outbreaks Soil diseases But the end of this series-which constitutes a veritable museum piece of medical antinomianism-was not the end of Wolter's medicoliterary fertility. Throughout the 1930s and until 1944 he continued to publish articles in German general and specialist medical journals in which he laboriously repeated the same arguments, branding one disease after another as dependent on conditions of soil and climate. In 1941 he published in a German psychiatric journal an article of over a hundred pages to show that poliomyelitis was a "soil disease." '12 As from 1926 Wolter described himself as director (Leiter) of the "Hamburg Research Institute for Epidemiology," but I have searched in vain for evidence that this consisted of anyone but Wolter himself.
In 1940 he published a book13 on (what he called) "comparative epidemiology," which he dedicated to the memory of his wife, "my true, understanding, fellow-fighter for Pettenkofer's doctrine for four decades." The subtitle refers to the "contemporary contradiction" between "miasma" and "contagion," and he rejects both the "insect theory" and the "rat theory." This and Wolter's subsequent writings are the products of a mentally deranged author. One can only marvel that they were ever accepted for publication. Not only cholera and typhoid, but also beri-beri, Bornholm's disease, brucellosis, cerebrospinal meningitis, diphtheria, epidemic encephalitis, "epidemic ophthalmia," goitre, influenza, malaria, poliomyelitis, psittacosis, Weil's disease, and yellow fever are explained by the Bodentheorie. In 1942 Wolter maintained that epidemic hepatitis was not infectious but due to "a gaseous, toxic cause of disease developing from an unhealthy soil.""13 In the next year he published a book on "typhus as a war-disease" in which he attributed a similar aetiology also to plague and scurvy." Reviewing this book, F von Bormann warned its readers against it, saying sharply: The accepted therapeutic range for the prothrombin time in a patient who is taking warfarin sodium is usually taken as between two and three times the control time. Lesser prolongation of the prothrombin time is ineffective. Recently the prothrombin time has been somewhat superseded by the thrombotest, which uses capillary blood, and the therapeutic range for the thrombotest is between 5%', and 12o0.
